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THE NEED OF A NEW THEOLOGY. 

We need a new theology, but not a new religion. Religion is the 
life of God in the soul of man. This divine life is in its manifestation 
ever new, in its essential principle ever old. Theology is the science 
of this life, that is, it is the intellectual statement, in an orderly manner, 
of the laws of that life as they are understood by man. Such intellec- 
tual statements of life change from time to time with increased knowl- 
edge and with an altered point of view. The stars are the same, but 
we have a new astronomy ; flowers the same, but we have a new botany ; 
religion is the same, but we need a new theology. 

We need not merely modifications and emendations of historic 
creeds, such as a change in the Articles of the Westminster Confession 
respecting elect infants, or an addition to that Confession respecting 
the truth of God's love. No such amendments as have been pro- 
posed in the Presbyterian church in America, no such interpretative 
declarations as that proposed by the United Presbyterian church in 
Scotland, can meet the intellectual needs of our times. We need a new 
theology constructed on a new foundation, a new interpretation of the 
religious life as seen from a modern point of view. All the current 
movements toward a new theology are really contributions, conscious 
or unconscious, toward this final accomplishment. 

The modern point of view of life is expressed by the word evolution, 
as defined by Professor Le Conte. The modern thinker believes that all 
life is a "continuous, progressive change, according to certain laws, and 
by means of resident forces." This belief underlies all teaching in our 
colleges and higher seminaries. Not only the student of the natural 
sciences accepts this definition of life as an axiom, but the literary 
and philosophical student no less accepts it. The study of history, of 
literature, of sociology, of philosophy in its various forms is the study 
of a continuous, progressive change, according to certain laws, and by 
means of resident forces. 

Are religious phenomena also evolutionary in their character? Is 
the science of religion to accept this point of view? Is the religious 
life a continuous, progressive change, according to certain laws, and by 
means of resident forces? Christ gives to this question an explicit and 
definite answer in the affirmative. "The kingdom of God," he says, 
" is as if a man should cast seed into the ground, and should sleep and 
rise, night and day, and the seed should spring and grow up, he 
knoweth not how. For the earth bringeth forth fruit of herself, first 
the blade, then the ear, after that the full corn in the ear." In this 
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parable all the elements of Le Conte's definition are involved : a series 
of progressive changes, — first the blade, then the ear, — according to 
certain laws, — the seed springing forth and growing up, — by resident 
forces, — the earth bringing forth of herself. 

But our traditional theology has a very different point of view; 
interprets religious life in a very different manner ; regards as synon- 
ymous the words divine and supernatural ; regards the religious life as 
non-natural because divine ; treats it as due not to resident forces, but to 
successive interventions, — is, in a word, cataclysmic, not evolutionary. 
According to traditional theology, before it had been modified by 
modern thought, creation was a sudden intervention in nature by a 
divine fiat, six thousand years ago. Revelation was another interven- 
tion for the purpose of communicating truth to a specially favored 
nation. Incarnation was another intervention, completed in one his- 
torical episode and lasting about a third of a century. Atonement was 
another intervention, according to a considerable school limited in its 
effects to an elect few ; punishment was another intervention for the 
purpose of satisfying divine justice, if not divine vengeance. Sub- 
stantially every important term in traditional theology represented to 
the human mind not a progressive and spontaneous change in life, but 
a mysterious if not arbitrary intervention in life from without. Thus 
we have had two sciences of life growing up together : the science of 
nature, founded on the theory that all life is a series of progressive 
changes, and the science of religion, founded on the theory that the 
spiritual life is due to a series of successive interventions from without. 
What the church needs is that its religious teachers should frankly 
acknowledge that the church has been mistaken in its interpretation, 
and should reconstruct its theology along evolutionary lines, so making 
it conform to that larger and better view of life to which modern 
scholarship has attained. It will not be expected that in so brief a 
note as this the writer will attempt to furnish a reconstructed theology, 
but it is possible to give some hints of the direction in which that 
reconstruction is actually proceeding. 

We are coming to see that there is no distinction between the 
supernatural and the natural ; that the natural is all supernatural, and 
that the supernatural is all most natural. We are coming to see what 
Bushnell pointed out in his Nature and the Supernatural, that the 
only real distinction is between the spiritual and the material. Miracles 
are therefore no longer regarded by intelligent scholars as violations 
of the laws of nature. Special providences are regarded as special 
illustrations of a providence which is universal. Answer to prayer, as 
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part of the whole experience of communion with God, is in accordance 
with the great mysterious laws which regulate intercourse between spirit 
and spirit. In a word, the immanence of God is coming to be recog- 
nized as the fundamental fact in the new theology, — God in every- 
thing ; all power belonging unto him ; all phenomena, save only those 
of human sinfulness, manifestations of him ; all life emanating from 
him. He is thus seen to be, as John described him, the eternal Word, 
that is, a God always self-revealed. There is, perhaps, in modern 
literature no nobler representation of this truth than the revolutionary 
yet conservative treatise of Dr. Samuel Harris on The Self- Revelation 
of God. 

Creation we are coming to regard not as a bit of carpenter work, 
not the construction of an edifice by an architect, or of an engine by 
an engineer; not a work wrought ab extra; it is perceived and inter- 
preted as vital. The declarations of modern science, that all the 
creative phenomena of past ages have their analogue in phenomena 
now going on, will, in the future, be frankly and gladly accepted. We 
shall see that the process by which the soul forms the body furnishes a 
far better analogue of creation than the process by which a carpenter 
makes a box. Nature will be recognized as a material manifestation 
and forthputting of the invisible and eternal Spirit. Every spring will 
be perceived to be as truly a creative day as the days of which the 
ancient Hebrew poet sang. Creation will be recognized as a continu- 
ous process, eternal as God is eternal, and because God is eternal. 
Before this acknowledged conception of creation all the profitless 
debates about the first chapter of Genesis will disappear, and the 
chapter itself will be accepted as a splendid poetical interpretation of 
the truth that creation is itself the product of the Word of God, and 
that God is always speaking in every new manifestation of nature. 

The origin of sin in an evolutionary theology will no longer be 
traced to an historical fall of Adam six thousand years ago. The com- 
bined teaching of theology, sociology, anthropology, and philology, 
that man has ascended from a lower animal race and carries in him 
the relics of his ancestry, will be frankly accepted. Temptation will 
be interpreted as the struggle between the animal and the spiritual, 
the <rdpi and the irvtv/ui. Every victory of the animal over the spirit- 
ual will be recognized as a fall. The responsibility for human sin will 
no longer be rolled back upon unhappy Adam ; each man will recognize 
that he carries in himself an animal nature whose emergence and vic- 
tory over the spiritual sense constitutes fall and sin. In short, the 
Jewish conception of the origin of sin, parenthetically accepted in an 
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argumentum ad hominem by Paul in the fifth chapter of Romans, will 
be abandoned, and the modern conception of sin, anticipated by Paul 
in the dramatic portrayal of human experience in the seventh chapter 
of Romans, will take its place. Temptation will be seen to be essential 
to the development of a moral free agent out of a preexisting animal 
condition, and sin and fall will be seen to be necessarily possible inci- 
dents in that development. 

Revelation will no longer be regarded as furnishing an infallible 
book. It will be perceived to be gradual, progressive, taking place in 
human consciousness, and sharing in the imperfections of human 
consciousness. The Bible will be seen to be an anthology of Hebrew 
literature, composed of the uttered experiences of devout souls, 
giving expression to the life of God in themselves, for the purpose of 
inspiring a like life in others. It will be seen that centuries of spirit- 
ual growth intervened between Moses' conception of Jehovah and 
Christ's revelation of the Father. There will no longer be an attempt 
to prove that Moses saw everything that Christ saw, and the teachings 
of the latter will no longer be narrowed and impoverished in order to 
make them conform to the inferior conceptions of the former. It will 
be seen that the Hebrew prophets grew in grace and in the knowledge 
of God, and the inconsistencies and incongruities in the Bible will be 
easily understood when we understand that the Bible itself is the his- 
tory of the growing consciousness of God in the heart of a great nation. 
The higher criticism will bring us continuously closer to the life of the 
individual writer. It will show us with increasing clearness that the 
Bible is the most human of books, and it will thus bring us nearer to 
God, who dwells not in a printed page but in human hearts, and 
whose glory it is to reveal himself to imperfect humanity through the 
very imperfections of the men in whom he dwells and by whom he 
speaks. 

The mediaeval conception of Christ, as a God-man, a composite being 
now divine, now human, whom we can neither take as a perfect mani- 
festation of God because of his humanity, nor as a perfect model for us 
to follow because of his divinity, is gradually disappearing from the 
church. In the place of it is coming the more rational and more scrip- 
tural conception of Christ as the supreme manifestation of God in man. 
All prior history prepares for the incarnation of Christ, and the incar- 
nation in Christ prepares for all subsequent history ; for the object of 
all history is the creation of a race of beings with whom the Spirit of 
God will dwell, in whom God will be immanent as he is immanent in 
nature ; who will be partakers of the divine, heirs of God, spiritual 
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dwelling places of the Almighty. The real consummation of the incar- 
nation will not be seen until the human race is perfectly conformed 
to the image of God's Son, so that he is the firstborn among many 
brethren, and God himself is all in all. So viewed, the incarna- 
tion is itself a gradual, progressive change, — it begins with the earliest 
glimmering consciousness of God in the human soul, it is traced with 
increasing distinctness in the fragmentary and exceptional experiences 
of God recorded by the saints and prophets of the olden time ; it comes 
to its historical consummation in the individual life in Jesus of Nazareth, 
who is perfect God and perfect man, because that man only is or can 
be perfect in whom God perfectly dwells. But he is himself what he 
has declared himself to be, a door, through whom humanity enters God. 
His incarnation is carried on in the church which is the body of Christ, 
and is consummated when the whole redeemed race is built up, a spirit- 
ual house, an holy priesthood, a living temple for the indwelling of the 
Everlasting Father. 

Thus incarnation, atonement, forgiveness, and regeneration are 
simply expressions of different aspects of the same life of God in the 
soul of man. Incarnation is the dwelling of God in humanity, seen in 
its historic perfection in Jesus the Christ. Atonement is the coming 
of God and man together in this incarnation through this Jesus Christ ; 
the spiritual union of the two, perfected only when the one insuperable 
obstacle, a recalcitrant will, showing itself in a sinful nature, is removed. 
Forgiveness of sins is not merely, nor mainly, the remission of penalty ; 
it is the cleansing of the soul, it is purification, a reconciliation to, a 
unity with, God, which is not merely judicial but vital ; so that the life 
of the one may flow into and supply the other. Regeneration is that 
new and spiritual life which is born of God, which comes from his 
brooding of the Divine Spirit, and which can no more be without him 
than natural life could be without the sun. 

This outline is not offered as adequate and satisfactory, nor these 
definitions as above serious criticism. The object of this note, it must 
once more be repeated, is not to offer a reconstruction of theology, but 
to intimate to students and religious teachers, especially the latter, the 
direction in which and the lines along which it seems to me our study- 
ing and our teaching must go, if we are so to interpret religion — the 
life of God in the soul of man — as to make it seem rational to an age 
which accepts as its axiom in science and philosophy that all life is " a 
continuous, progressive change, according to certain laws, and by means 
of resident forces." Lyman Abbott. 
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